While industrial activity has been badly affected by Lockdowns inspired by the *Covid-19* pandemic throughout the entire world (See also 'Focus on Pigments', Jun 2020, 1-3), TiO~2~ pigment prices seem to be holding up remarkably well. This is partly because most of the major multinationals have adjusted their plant operating rates so as to align output to sales.

Also, Chinese suppliers -- faced with rising costs for feedstocks and for pollution control -- have been keen to raise their prices for both domestic market shipments and for exports. During the first two weeks of July 2020, more than 20 Chinese TiO~2~ suppliers announced price increases, typically Rmb 0.50 per kilo for Chinese customers and \$0.08 per kilo (fob Chinese port) for export customers. Panzhihua Taihai initiated the latest wave of price hikes on 28 June. Two of the country\'s top ten suppliers -- Dahutong and Guangxi Jinmao -- followed suit within five days. Between 10 July and 14 July, most of the other top ten suppliers -- Lomon Billions, Shandong Dawn, Anhui Annada, Shandong Doguide, CNNC HuaYuan, Jilin GPRO and Ningbo Xinfu -- also posted price increases.

There had been an earlier wave of attempted price increases during the second half of February and early March. Led by Lomon Billions' initiative on 11 February, followed by CNNC HuaYuan on 26 February, several Chinese suppliers declared price increases of Rmb 0.50-0.80 per kilo (for the domestic market) and \$0.08-0.10 per kilo (for exports).

On 11 February 2020, Venator announced a worldwide price increase of \$0.12 per kilo, due to take effect as from 1 March 2020 in Latin America and the Asia/Pacific region and as from 1 April 2020 in Europe, the Middle East and Africa. The official announcement notified parallel price rises of \$0.06 per pound (\$0.132 per kilo) for North America and €0.10 per kilo for Europe. On 6 March 2020, Kronos announced a worldwide price increase of \$0.06 per kilo, due to take effect as from 1 April.

However, all these attempted increases essentially failed to take hold in a climate of drastically reduced industrial activity.

According to ICIS, TiO~2~ demand in China was beginning to recover during May/June 2020, with Southeast Asian demand also picking up towards the end of June. By the beginning of July, Chinese domestic demand was running ahead of production and Chinese suppliers were drawing down their product inventories while plant operating rates for the small and medium-size producers were typically still of the order of 50-60%. Against this background, many of them were operating at a loss during 2Q 2020 and they were keen to raise pigment prices during 3Q 2020.

In Northwest Europe, contract prices fell -- in local currency terms -- by 3% from 4Q 2019 to about €2.40-2.70 (mid-point €2.55) per kilo in 1Q 2020 and these prices were rolled over into 2Q and 3Q. ICIS estimates that, so long as the spread of the *Covid-19* virus remains under control, reasonably strong demand for architectural paints for do-it-yourself decorating projects will stimulate TiO~2~ consumption. Supply to the European market will be influenced by the levels of arrivals of imports from China, but European producers will probably use their flexibility to adjust plant operating rates in order to manage the supply situation, ie making sure that product inventories do not mount to excessive levels. Meanwhile, the value of the Euro against the US dollar has risen steeply, from €0.85 at the beginning of May to €0.925 towards the end of July. In US dollar terms, the mid-point price of €2.55 per kilo was equivalent to \$2.75 per kilo in early May and \$3.00 per kilo by late July.

In North America, customer requirements are mainly met by the four multinationals (Chemours, Tronox, Kronos and Venator) and there is a much stronger preference for chloride-route TiO~2~ grades than in other regions. Operators have turned down their operating rates in order to match the downturn in demand. Chemours and Tronox have been determined to adhere to their value stabilisation strategies. Several contractor-driven construction projects that were suspended or postponed during 1Q 2020 were reactivated in June, stimulating TiO~2~ consumption for paint and plastic. The OEM automotive sector was already performing quite weakly during the second half of last year. There were some signs of recovery during June in respect of OEM automotive paints and vehicle refinishing paints, with positive impacts on TiO~2~ consumption in these sectors. Overall, TiO~2~ producers' inventories remained at levels equivalent to about 45-60 days' supply. The average realised price stayed at around \$1.65 per pound, equivalent to \$3.64 per kilo.

In their regular quarterly teleconference seminars with investment analysts, senior executives at several paint companies reported tight supplies in the TiO~2~ pigment market and indicated that they expect TiO~2~ pigment prices to either remain on a plateau or trend upwards slightly during the second half of 2020.
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